LING 131 LANGUAGE AND STYLE

Week 9 Lecture 1: Meaning Between the Lines 1 – Conversational Implicature
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GRICE’S CO-OPERATIVE PRINCIPLE

In conversation we make the assumption that the other person will say what is necessary for the purpose of the talk. The maxims below are not rules; they are general expectations that underlie communication.

Maxim of Quantity
Make your contribution as informative as is required.

Maxim of Quality
Do not say that which you believe to be false.

Maxim of Relation
Be relevant.

Maxim of Manner
Put what you say in the clearest, briefest, most orderly manner.

VIOLATING occurs when a speaker (a) breaks a maxim (or maxims); and (b) intends the hearer not to see that he or she is breaking it. Often the speaker’s intention is to mislead the hearer. For example, telling a lie violates the Maxim of Quality.

FLOUTING occurs when a speaker (a) breaks a maxim (or maxims), (b) intends the hearer to see that he or she is breaking it, and (c) intends the hearer to infer some additional meaning – i.e. an implicature.

Some examples of flouting of the maxims
1.
A:
Do you like John and Kate?

B:
Kate is nice.

2.
You are the cream in my coffee.

3.
A:
Who is picking up the children today?


B:
I’ve got a meeting at 3.30.

4.
He’s not the politest person I’ve met.

And a Shakespearean example
FALSTAFF:
My King! My Jove! I speak to thee, my heart!

KING:

I know thee not, old man. Fall to thy prayers.

EXERCISE

Look at these brief dialogues. Try to spell out what the meanings of the dialogues are, and see if you can explain your inferences using Grice’s maxims.

A:
How is it going with your new child?

B:
Babies are babies, I’m afraid.

A:
How did you get on with your seminar preparation this week?

B:
Well, I couldn’t get any books out of the library.

Top Girls (Act 2, Scene 1 – an interview at the employment agency.)
by Caryl Churchill
1. WIN:
Now, Louise, hello. I have your details here. You’ve been very loyal to the one job I see.

2. LOUISE:
Yes I have.

3. WIN:
Twenty years is a long time in one place.

4. LOUISE:
I feel it is. I feel it’s time to move on.

5. WIN:
And you are what age now?

6. LOUISE:
I’m in my early forties.

7. WIN:
Exactly?

8. LOUISE:
Forty-six.

9. WIN:
It’s not necessarily a handicap. Well it is of course, we have to face that. But it’s not necessarily a disabling handicap. Experience does count for something.

10. LOUISE:
I hope so.

11. WIN:
Now between ourselves is there any trouble, any reason why you’re leaving that wouldn’t appear on the form?

12. LOUISE:
Nothing like that.

13. WIN:
Like what?

14. LOUISE:
Nothing at all.

15. WIN:
No long term understandings come to a sudden end, making for an insupportable atmosphere?

16. LOUISE:
I’ve always completely avoided anything like that at all.

17. WIN:
No personality clashes with your immediate superiors or inferiors?

18. LOUISE:
I’ve always taken care to get on very well with everyone.

19. WIN:
I only ask because it can affect the reference and it also affects your motivation. I want to be quite clear why you’re moving on. So I take it the job itself no longer satisfies you. Is it the money?

20. LOUISE:
It’s partly the money. It’s not so much the money.

21. WIN:
Nine thousand is very respectable. Have you dependants?

22. LOUISE:
No, no dependants. My mother died.

23. WIN:
So why are you making a change?

24. LOUISE:
Other people make changes.

25. WIN:
But why are you, now, after spending most of your life in one place?

LING 131 Language and Style 

TASK FOR LECTURE 1 WEEK 9:

CONVERSATION STRUCTURE AND CHARACTER
1. Reading

Exploring the Language of Poems, Plays and Prose, pages 205-10. The text which we discussed in the lecture is also analysed in the last part of 'Literature and Language' by Mick Short, in M. Coyle et al., Encyclopaedia of Literature and Criticism, 1990, pages 1082-97.

An introduction to the area we are going to cover in the last section of the course can be found in Mick Short's 'Discourse Analysis and the Analysis of Drama', in Carter, R. and Simpson, P., Language, Discourse and Literature, pp 139-68. You will also find chapter 9 of Leech and Short, Style in Fiction relevant.  You will be asked to read these items over the last section of the course, but we are telling you about them now in case you want to read ahead.

2. Analysis

The following passage is taken from quite near the beginning of The Dumb Waiter by Harold Pinter. The two characters, Ben and Gus, who appear to be professional killers, are in the main room of a bed-sit flat with two beds in it and a kitchen off. They have just arrived in this anonymous room and are waiting to receive instructions by telephone on what to do next from someone they never actually meet. Just before this part of the conversation, a small book of matches have been pushed anonymously under the front door.

A.
Read the passage carefully.

B.
Examine the following aspects:

(1)
Turn-length and overall distribution of word-counts for 
each character

(2)
Interruptions

(3)
Topic control

(4)
Terms of address.

C.
What does your analysis reveal to you about the interaction between the two characters and how does this contribute to characterisation? Are there any other aspects of the conversation which you could explain using what you have done in the poetry or prose parts of the course? Are there any other aspects which still need explanation/discussion?

The Dumb Waiter by Harold Pinter


Gus probes his ear with a match.
1. BEN
(slapping his hand) Don’t waste them! Go on, go and light it.

2. GUS
Eh?

3. BEN
Go and light it.

4. GUS
Light what?

5. BEN
The kettle.

6. GUS
You mean the gas.

7. BEN
Who does?

8. GUS
You do.

9. BEN
(his eyes narrowing) What do you mean, I mean the gas?

10. GUS
Well, that’s what you mean, don’t you? The gas.

11. BEN
(powerfully) If I say go and light the kettle I mean go and light the kettle.

12. GUS
How can you light a kettle?

13. BEN
It’s a figure of speech! Light the kettle. It’s a figure of speech!

14. GUS
I’ve never heard it.

15. BEN
Light the kettle! It’s common usage!

16. GUS
I think you’ve got it wrong.

17. BEN
(menacing) What do you mean?

18. GUS
They put on the kettle.

19. BEN
(taut) Who says?


They stare at each other, breathing hard.

(deliberately) I have never in all my life heard anyone say put on the kettle.

20. GUS
I bet my mother used to say it.

21. BEN
Your mother? When did you last see your mother?

22. GUS
I don’t know, about -

23. BEN
Well, what are you talking about your mother for?


They stare.

Gus, I’m not trying to be unreasonable. I’m just trying to point out something to you.

24. GUS
Yes, but -

25. BEN
Who’s the senior partner here, me or you?

26. GUS
You.

27. BEN
I’m only looking after your interests, Gus. You’ve got to learn, mate.

28. GUS
Yes, but I’ve never heard -

29. BEN
(vehemently) Nobody says light the gas! What does the gas light?

30. GUS
What does the gas -?

31. BEN
(grabbing him with two hands by the throat, at arm’s length) THE KETTLE, YOU FOOL!


Gus takes the hands from his throat.

32. GUS
All right, all right.


Pause

33. BEN
Well, what are you waiting for?

34. GUS
I want to see if they light.

35. BEN
What?

36. GUS
The matches.


He takes out the flattened box and tries to strike.



No.

He throws the box under the bed.

Ben stares at him.


Gus raises his foot.

Shall I try it on here?

Ben stares. Gus strikes a match on his shoe. It lights.

Here we are.

37. BEN
(wearily) Put on the bloody kettle, for Christ’s sake.

Ben goes to his bed, but, realising what he has said, stops and half turns. They look at each other. Gus slowly exits, left. 

